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The first laws came in 1798 with the passing of the Alien Friends and Alien Enemies Acts. These acts gave the president power to deport any immigrant who
was “deemed dangerous” (Cohn). 1882 saw the passing of the Chinese Exclusion Act, which was one of many laws that barred Asian immigrants from entering
the country (Cohn). It also banned any current Chinese residents from gaining US citizenship. Exclusionary laws like this act as a reminder of how the law has
never been impartial: The U.S. has a history of racial exclusion that is too often overlooked. In 1921, the Emergency Quota Act was passed. This act first
established numerical quotas based on nationality, not ethnicity. However, this still allowed for racial discrimination. The 1952 Immigration and Nationality
Act worked to counteract this, as it “formally removed race as an exclusion for immigration and naturalization” (Cohn). This was a landmark point in US
immigration policy, but it still had hidden racial barriers. Though it established a minimum one hundred visas for Asian countries, these visas were still
determined by ancestry and not nationality (Cohn). It determined the quotas for each country by using “one-sixth of 1% of each nationality’s population in the
1920 census” (Cohn). Due to this policy, the highest quotas were granted to immigrants from Europe, especially western European people (Cohn). So, though it
was touted as a racially equalizing law, it used more conspicuous measures to exclude people of color. This practice has continued to today. In 2002, the
Homeland Security Act created the Department of Homeland Security, which includes Immigration & Customs Enforcement and U.S. Citizenship & Immigration
Services, which are of particular importance when discussing modern immigration (Cohn). These immigration laws have dictated who is defined as an American





Another insidious myth surrounding immigrants – especially undocumented immigrants – is that they
hurt the economy by taking jobs from hardworking Americans and burder taxpayers. Trump appealed to
this fallacy on November 1st, 2018 by remarking:
Illegal immigration hurts American workers; burdens American taxpayers; and undermines public safety;
and places enormous strain on local schools, hospitals, and communities in general, taking precious
resources away from the poorest Americans who need them most. (Remarks by President Trump on the
Illegal Immigration Crisis and Border Security). 
However, these claims are ultimately untrue and misinformed. Figure 4 by the Economic Policy Institute
shows that immigrants make up 14.7% of the total U.S. economic output despite being only 13.6% of
the total population (Costa et al.). Outsizing their population signifies a significant economic strength
from immigrants. This is partially due to the fact that immigrants are disproportionately likely to be
working and are concentrated among prime working ages” (Costa et al.). Furthermore, immigrants
comprise 18% of all small business owners in the country, which helps boost local economies,
effectively doing the opposite of “placing a significant strain on [...] the local communities” (Executive
Order 13767). Furthermore, immigrants are not taking jobs away from American citizens, as they
generally do work that citizens refuse to do. Unfortunately, this leads many abuses of power since the
government does not protect this vulnerable population (de Oliveira and Vera). According to Valeria
Vera, a paralegal with Van Der Hout LLP’s crimmigration litigation team with a focus on deportation
defense, “Many times, immigrants are violated in the workplace and by their employers. This includes
rape or wage theft. It’s total abuse, but employers know that immigrants will not complain because 1)
they often do not know their rights, and 2) are not empowered because they fear contacting law
enforcement” (de Oliveira and Vera). 
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The statement on the right was made in 1994 by a white working class man in an interview with Lillian B. Rubin for her book “Families on the Fault Line: America's
Working Class Speaks about the Family, the Economy, Race, and Ethnicity”. This comment reflects the widespread mythology surrounding immigrants that led to
Trump’s election.
To fully understand the “[escalation] of white alarm”, one needs to dissect the anti-immigrant mindset and “historic nativism”  that has existed in the United States
since its inception (Rubin 388). While immigrants have always been part of the fabric of American society, for much of this society’s formative years, the majority of
immigrants were European. It is important to note that certain European groups, such as the Irish and Italians, were not considered ‘white’ in the way they are now,
and as such, did experience discrimination. However, these ‘non-white’ Europeans were still “ultimately assimilable” (Rubin 383). Rubin articulates that because
they are white, and because the booming economy at the time allowed for space for immigrants to enter the workforce, the anti-immigrant sentiments these
groups faced ultimately faded away. Nonetheless, this nativism set a historical precedent for a distrust towards the ‘outsider’. This period also forms a point of
contrast against the current immigration crisis. What made the immigrants of yesteryear assimilable is decidedly not present in the immigrants that are seeking
refuge in the US in recent years. They are not European, and the economy, for many Americans, is failing. 
Trump capitalized off of this historical anti-immigrant mindset during his campaign. “President Trump has referred to immigrants and refugees as “an invasion” and
used language to stoke fears about immigrants, telling the crowd at an October 22 rally in Texas, “They (immigrants) carve you up with a knife.”” (Mainstreaming
Hate: The Anti-Immigrant Movement in the U.S.). This rhetoric appealed to the struggles of many Americans and placed their frustration on a historically familiar
enemy: immigrants. Not only do these hate-charged remarks base themselves off of the historical precedent, but they build on them. When spoken from an office of
utmost authority, like the presidency, and subsequently reflected in policy, the anti-immigrant mindset is emboldened. Cecilia Ayón of the Migration Policy Institute
posits that “restrictive immigration policies in the United States encourage hostile attitudes towards Latino immigrant communities and place the well-being of
children in immigrant families at risk (Androff et al., 2011)” (Ayón).
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It is critical to understand why people are coming to the border in the first place to
understand why they are attempting to come to the US.  It is important to dispel
the myth that this migration is an active choice and so immigrants deserve
whatever conditions they are subjected to is also important. The reality is that
“migrating and living somewhere new is extremely isolating, scary, depressing, and
lonely. Behind the choice to come will always be some deeper reason that forced
them to leave their countries” (de Oliveira and Vera). When faced with violence,
poverty, and human rights abuses, people do not have much choice other than to
flee. In our interview, Valeria Vera stated:
It is not that they wake up one day and think, “I’m going to America to become a
rich man.” It’s generally more like, “If I don’t go to America and earn dollars, my
family will starve. My mother will die without money for the medication she needs.
If we keep living in this poor neighborhood instead of moving to a better one, my
children will be recruited by gangs and my daughter could be raped on the way
home from school (de Oliveira and Vera).
According to Figure 9, the top countries of origin for people arriving at the southern
border are Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador (Galvan). These
countries have become rife with crime and poverty: “In Guatemala, almost 60% of
people live below the poverty line, and government institutions are weak and
wracked by corruption, making many cities essentially lawless,” Astrid Galvan with
Associated Press reports. Furthermore, El Salvador has around 83 murders per
100,000 people, a dangerously high statistic (Galvan). 65% of Hondurans live
under the poverty line (Galvan). People are fleeing these horrendous conditions for
any sort of chance to live in America. Julia, an 18 year old from Nicaragua, sought
refuge in the U.S. after the government began to torture and murder – over 300 –
protestors, including a friend of hers. She commented that “‘They [government
workers] threatened my sisters,’” and that “‘They said they would kill them first and
then they would kill me.’” (Mukpo). When she eventually arrived at the border she
was held in a detention center in El Paso (Mukpo). She described terrible, crowded
conditions and mistreatment: “‘We were scared to go to the doctor, because
officers told us that if we went to a doctor it would affect us when we saw a
judge’” (Mukpo). She and many others were sent back to Mexico, to stay in Ciudad
Juarez, a city known for its own violence (Mukpo). Julia represents thousands of
people desperately seeking help from the place they believe can grant them
prosperity. Instead, they are treated inhumanely and exposed to more struggles.
 
 Research from the Cato Institute, shown in Figure 3, has discovered that “immigrants are 47 percent less
likely to be incarcerated than natives” (Landgrave). Furthermore, data from the U.S. Chamber of
Commerce reveals that though immigration increased sharply between 1990 and 2010, the violent crime
rate in the U.S. during that time “plummeted 45 percent and the property crime rate dropped by 42
percent” (Myths and Facts About Immigrants and Immigration (En Español)). This shows that there is no
direct correlation between immigration and higher crime rates in the U.S.. 
Later, at a rally in October of 2018, he boldly spouted that Democrats want to “‘release violent predators
and bloodthirsty killers, like MS-13, into our communities’” (Siddiqui). Kirstjen Nielsen, the former
Secretary of Homeland Security also posited on June 18th, 2018 that “‘The kids are being used as pawns
by the smugglers and the traffickers. Those are traffickers, those are smugglers and that is MS-13’”
(Dreier). This is referencing a belief that MS-13 members are posing as families to infiltrate the U.S., or
simply sending children unaccompanied to carry out the gang’s plans in the U.S. (Dreier). However, in
2019, “there have been fewer than 200 cases of false family claims this year” and none of them have been
connected to MS-13 (Dreier). According to U.S. Border Patrol, since 2012, only 56 unaccompanied minors
have been suspected of being part of the gang (Dreier). Most new members are recruited in the U.S. and
are citizens, as trying to recruit abroad is more trouble than it’s worth (Dreier). 
 
On November 1st of 2018, Trump delivered remarks on the border crisis and claimed
that “every day, above and beyond our existing lawful admission programs, roughly
1,500 to 2,000 people try crossing our borders illegally” (“Remarks by President Trump
on the Illegal Immigration Crisis and Border Security”). This argument – that people
are swarming the southern border, trying to sneak their way in and invade –  has been
consistently used by the Trump Administration to instill a sense of fear in American
citizens. In the fiscal year of 2019, U.S. Border Patrol apprehended approximately
2,392 individuals per day at the southwest border (“Southwest Border Migration FY
2020”). While this number is concurrent with President Trump’s statement, these
apprehensions include everyone attempting to enter the United States, not specifically
those who attempted to enter illegally. Moreover, the idea that the Southern border is
the epicenter of illegal immigration is wholly flawed. According to Figure 2 by NPR,
the overwhelming majority of illegal immigrants gained that status by overstaying
visas, not by crossing a border (McMinn and Klahr). This means that most illegal
immigrants actually entered the U.S. lawfully and that the current administration’s
obsession with the Southern border is completely unfounded. If the government truly
wanted to end illegal immigration, they would improve the immigration process and
path to citizenship. 
Trump enacted an executive order titled “Executive Order: Border
Security and Immigration Enforcement Improvements” on January
25, 2017. This order included many human rights violations. The
order stated: 
The recent surge of illegal immigration at the southern border with
Mexico has placed a significant strain on Federal resources and
overwhelmed agencies charged with border security and
immigration enforcement, as well as the local communities into
which many of the aliens are placed (Executive Order: Border
Security and Immigration Enforcement Improvements) . 
This rhetoric is pitting Americans against immigrants. This statement
makes Americans believe that the issues in their hometowns are
primarily the fault of undocumented immigrants. Diction such as
“alien”, “illegal”, “strain”, and “overwhelmed” all work to
dehumanize undocumented immigrants and generalize them. Not
once in this statement does Trump refer to the immigrants in
question as people. This works to further his agenda by
defamiliarizing Americans to their fellow humans to the point where
they no longer feel compassion for them. 
 
 
In May of 2018, Trump and Jeff Sessions announced a new “Zero-Tolerance” policy regarding illegal immigration.
They promised that 100% of illegal immigrants crossing the border would be detained and prosecuted (Rhodan).
This would “result in parents and children being separated, rather than keeping them together in detention
centers” (Rhodan). This policy put into action the existing anti-immigrant rhetoric that Trump capitalized off of in
his campaign. The president attempted to address an issue that his supporters have a deep fear about by being
decidedly tougher and stricter regarding border crossings than many of his contemporaries and predecessors. In
doing this, he reinforces a sense of national security and economic stability for his base of support and the
dangerous and dehumanizing view of Latinx immigrants. Though this policy may not outrightly use discriminatory
language, the implications are clear. The urgency communicated through the ‘zero-tolerance’ title and contents
communicates that the people crossing the southern border are inherently dangerous and deserving of
punishment. It mentally separates US citizens from these immigrants, drawing a figurative border between ‘us
versus them’ in the minds of many Americans. 
Since this policy has been instituted, “approximately 5,500 migrant children have been separated from their
parents by the Trump Administration [...] according to the ACLU who received a court-ordered accounting of each
of the families by the government” (Aguilera). However, the Trump Administration originally published the number
as “2,800”, an alarming 2,700 undercount (Aguilera). Eventually, the Department of Homeland Security upped
their number to 3,014 (Aguilera). This discrepancy implies that the Trump Administration either has little insight
into the actual state of the border and impact of their order, or they intentionally reported a lower number. Either
case is concerning and questions the administration’s legitimacy and authority. Furthermore, in November of 2019,
it was discovered that an additional 1,369 children may have been separated but not accounted for due to
“‘widespread errors’ in the Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS) information technology and handling of
records” (Aguilera). Again, this occurrence is incredibly troubling as it shows the inept handling of people’s lives by
the government. Figures 20-22 show the incredibly painful reality of these separations (“Fleeing for Our Lives:
Central American Migrant Crisis.”). These policies are creating tangible pain in many people’s lives, and the
administration continues to act numb. 
Family separations have consequences that extend far into the future. Separations and detention increase stress
hormones like cortisol in children who struggle to handle them (Khazan). Usually parents can help lower it through
comfort, but are unable to do so due to separation. According to the National Scientific Council on the Developing
Child stress hormones “suppress the immune system and change the architecture of a developing brain” and “can
damage the hippocampus, which plays a major role in learning and memory” (Khazan). These thousands of
children will be forever affected due to the actions of the United States government. 
 
After this continuous backlash, the Trump Administration issued a second executive order to formally
end family separation at the southern border. The Executive order, titled “Affording Congress an
Opportunity to Address Family Separation” was used as an opportunity to placate the outraged public.
While this order did address this issue, it also placed emphasis on criminal detainment: 
When an alien enters or attempts to enter the country anywhere else, that alien 
has committed at least the crime of improper entry and is subject to a fine or 
imprisonment under section 1325(a) of title 8, United States Code. This 
Administration will initiate proceedings to enforce this and other criminal 
provisions of the INA until and unless Congress directs otherwise (Affording 
Congress an Opportunity to Address Family Separation). 
This statement is in the introduction of the executive order, preceding any mention of family
reunification. This order still emphasizes the rhetoric of crime that this administration has tied to
immigrants at the border. The diction is also reflective of this mindset, with the word “alien” being used
a total of twenty-one times in the order. In contrast, “person” is only used four times. 
This order was received with much scrutiny from politicians and the public. Senator Kamala Harris of
California commented on Twitter that “this Executive Order doesn’t fix the crisis. Indefinitely detaining
children with their families in camps is inhumane and will not make us safe” (Parks, et al). This
comment reflected the general criticisms of the executive order, which were voiced by many top
politicians and figures. 
 
A June 19th, 2018 article from FiveThirtyEight compiled the results from “four pollsters — CBS News,
CNN, Quinnipiac and IPSOS” regarding public opinion on family separations. The average of the polls
reveals that 64% of the public opposed the policy, while only about 25% were in support (Mehta).
These statistics reflect the overall appall given to the subject on social and traditional media. These
sentiments came to action on June 30th, 2018, as marches - dubbed ‘Keep Families Together’ - swept
the country to oppose the policy. According to NBC, “more than 600 marches occurred throughout the
country, from liberal, immigrant-friendly cities like New York and Los Angeles to more conservative
regions like Appalachia and Wyoming” (McCausland et al). Jess Morales Rocketto, political director at
the National Domestic Workers Alliance, commented: “‘Honestly, I am blown away. I have literally
never seen Americans show up for immigrants like this’” (McCausland et al). The Trump
Administration’s controversial policy has spurred Americans into action, demanding justice for their
fellow humans. This on the ground advocacy left a considerable impression on the country and the
federal government. 
 
“When Mexico sends its people,
they're not sending their best. [...]
They're sending people that have lots
of problems, and they're bringing
those problems with us. They're




these coloreds come in
and soon there won’t
be any place left for
white people. It makes






































According to the Department of Homeland Security, 2,155 families have been reunited, but the Office of the Inspector
General “has concluded that it cannot verify or validate that number ‘without a reliable account of all family
relationships’” due to the spotty tracking of DHS that resulted in massive undercounting in the first place (Aguilera).
Moreover, family separations have not stopped, with 911 separations occurring between June of 2018 and June of 2019
(Jordan). These are made on tenuous claims of parental neglect or menial criminal records in order to still operate within
the law, including “reasons as minor as a parent not changing a baby’s diaper or having a traffic citation for driving
without a license” (Jordan). 
While the attention of the media has begun to peter out, advocates urge the public to not ignore the ongoing human rights
violations that reside in the southern detention centers. Valeria Vera emphasized:
Detention is another monster. Children don’t shower for weeks. They get ill or get skin diseases. They get raped. They die.
Transwomen are housed in facilities with men. Officers rape them. So do the men. They are denied medical treatment and
die. They are fed rotten food. They are forced to stay in hieleras which are ice-cold cement rooms where the AC is cranked
up super high” (de Oliveira and Vera).
Sanitation and safety has become a major concern in these overcrowded centers. In June of 2019, “immigration authorities
have placed more than 5,000 adults in medical quarantine because of mumps and chicken pox outbreaks in immigrant
detention centers” (Bernal). These sanitation issues are even more problematic for children, who are more vulnerable to
illnesses (Acevedo). A notable comment about these persistent health issues arose last year, in which “a lawyer for the
United States [told] a panel of incredulous Ninth Circuit judges that it is “safe and sanitary” to confine immigrant children in
facilities without soap or toothbrushes and to make them sleep on concrete floors under bright lights” (White). This remark
was referencing a landmark case for detention centers, the Flores Agreement from 1987. This agreement set the standard
for center conditions, especially for unaccompanied minors. The court determined that:
Following arrest, the INS shall hold minors in facilities that are safe and sanitary and that are consistent with the INS's
concern for the particular vulnerability of minors. Facilities will provide access to toilets and sinks, drinking water and food
as appropriate, medical assistance if the minor is in need of emergency services, adequate temperature control and
ventilation, adequate supervision to protect minors from others, and contact with family members who were arrested with
the minor (Flores vs. Reno). 
NBC reported that in May of 2019, seven children had died in border custody: Felipe Alonzo, Carlos Vasquez, Jakelin
Maquin, Mariee Juarez, Wilmer Vásquez, Darlyn Valle, Juan Gutiérrez (Acevedo). Most of these deaths were due to illnesses
(Acevedo). Dr. Julie Linton, co-chair of the immigrant health special interest group at the American Academy of Pediatrics,
told NBC News: “‘Children are not like adults. They get sick more quickly and each hour of delay can be associated with
serious complications, especially in cases of infectious diseases. Delays can lead to death” (Acevedo). Recently, a video was
released by ProPublica that showed Carlos Vasquez’s last hours of life in his cell. This chilling footage has risen anger in
many people, as the clear neglect is outraging. Propublica reports that a few hours before his death “a nurse practitioner
[...] had diagnosed him with the flu and measured his fever at 103 degrees. She said that he should be checked again in
two hours and taken to the emergency room if his condition worsened”, but this never occurred (Moore et al). The footage
reveals that Hernandez collapsed around 1:24 AM, but no one came to help. He eventually got up and was last seen
moving at 1:39 AM, and the video stops at 1:47 AM (Moore et al). In the hours of missing footage, border patrol claims
that Carlos was checked on three times, shown in Figure 27 (Moore et al). However, when the video begins again at 5:48
AM (Figure 28), Carlos is in the exact same spot, indicating that these ‘welfare checks’ never actually occurred (Moore et
al). Figure 29 shows Carlos’ cellmate discovering his body at 6:07 AM. It seems painfully clear that Border Control
purposefully omitted the footage from 1:47 to 5:48 to cover that no one actually checked on Carlos. This further reveals
the amount of endangerment occurring in these detention centers that cost human lives. This negligence is horrific, and no
one is willing to take responsibility. The reality is, the US has blood on its hands, and everyone is complicit, but especially
the supposed ‘leaders’ that orchestrated these situations through discriminating policies. 
 
What is worst about these centers is that the conditions are not
from simple ignorance, understaffing, or neglect. The
conditions are deliberate and intentional torture. Valeria Vera
described that “it’s a torture tactic to get the immigrants to
sign self-deportation orders. When people can’t stand it
anymore in there, they self-deport. This has serious
repercussions for obtaining future immigration benefits” (de
Oliveira and Vera). This practice violates immigrants’ rights to
seek asylum and have fair trials. 
Not only are these practices immoral, but they also violate
many articles of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. This document was signed on December 10,
1948 in order for “fundamental human rights to be universally
protected” (Universal Declaration of Human Rights). Since then,
it has been a standard for human dignity across the world.
Article 14 states that “Everyone has the right to seek and to
enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.” (Universal
Declaration of Human Rights). Immigrants at the border have
the legal right to seek asylum and the U.S. is instead punishing
them for exercising this right. Furthermore, Article 5 ensures
that “No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman
or degrading treatment or punishment” (Universal Declaration
of Human Rights). The detention centers’ appalling conditions
directly violate this article. The U.S. government is
contravening international law that the U.S. signed and helped
author. Between this and many wars waged in the name of
‘human rights’ and ‘democracy’, it seems that the American
government is holding other countries to a higher standard
than itself. 
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